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Background 

 

Today, millions of men, women and children continue to find themselves in extreme and vulnerable 

circumstances. Threatened by intra-state conflicts, organised crime, chronic poverty, environmental 

degradation, deadly infectious diseases, and risks posed by natural hazards, the human, economic and 

social capital lost to these situations continue to exert a devastating toll on the survival, livelihood and 

dignity of large numbers of citizens around the globe. 

 

Whereas in the past, the concept of security was equated primarily with territorial security, today cross-

border military threats are only one, and often not the most significant challenge confronting people’s 

lives. As a result, the guarantee of security no longer rests on military responses alone. Essential to its 

advancement is also healthy political, social, environmental, economic and cultural systems that 

together strengthen the inter-linkages between security, development and human rights and help 

advance human freedoms for all. Similarly, the shift towards a global environment has meant that 

national borders are permeable and insecurities in one area have the potential to pose grave threats not 

only to the immediate victims but also to the collective security of the international community. 

 

In response to these developments, the United Nations General Assembly agreed at the 2005 World 

Summit to further discuss and define the notion of human security. Paragraph 143 of the World 

Summit Outcome (A/RES/60/1) recognizes that “all individuals, in particular vulnerable people, are 

entitled to freedom from fear and freedom from want, with an equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights 

and fully develop their human potential.” 

 

Drawing input from a number of governments as well as intergovernmental organisations, civil society 

groups, scholars and other prominent individuals, human security is gaining support not only at the 

United Nations but also in other forums. Subsequently, the notion of human security is increasingly 

reflected in the agendas of intergovernmental organizations such as the African Union, the European 

Union, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the League of Arab States (LAS) and the 

Organization of American States (OAS). 

 

At the United Nations, in addition to human security related activities undertaken by UN agencies, 

funds and programmes (A/62/695, annex), the General Assembly, in May 2008, held an informal 

thematic debate on human security. During the course of deliberations, consensus was reached by 

Member States on the need for a new culture of international relations that goes beyond fragmented 

responses and calls for comprehensive, integrated and people-centred approaches that help prevent or 

mitigate the growing instances of human insecurity around the world. 
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To this end, in March 2010, the UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon issued his report on human 

security (A/64/701). A formal debate on human security was subsequently held at the General 

Assembly on 20 and 21 May 2010, and in July 2010, the General Assembly adopted by consensus its 

resolution on human security entitled Follow-up to paragraph 143 on human security of the 2005 

World Summit Outcome (A/RES/64/291). 

 

Objective 

 

The Informal Thematic Debate of the General Assembly on Human Security aims to support the goals 

set out in General Assembly Resolution 64/291 and to contribute to discussions on a notion of human 

security. It is envisioned that the debate will provide an opportunity for experts and Member States to 

share ideas and attempt to forge a common understanding on the core elements of human security, its 

added value, and a possible definition thereof. 

 

Programme 

 

The informal thematic debate took place on 14 April 2011 at UN Headquarters in New York. The 

debate, which consisted of two moderated panel discussions with high-level experts, focused on a 

possible approach to defining human security and its added value as a practical approach to addressing 

the growing interdependence of threats to peace and development for the people on the ground. The 

floor was opened to delegates for questions to the panellists as well as interventions. 

 

Time Programme 

10 – 10:30 a.m. Opening Remarks 

 H.E. Mr. Joseph Deiss, President of the General Assembly 

 H.E. Ms. Asha-Rose Migiro, United Nations Deputy Secretary-

General 

10:30 a.m. – 12:30 p.m. Interactive Panel Debate 1: A Possible Approach for Defining Human 

Security 

Moderator 

 Ms. Margareta Wahlström, Special Representative to the Secretary-

General for Disaster Risk Reduction 

Panelists 

 H.E. Mr. Olusegun Obasanjo, Former President of the Federal 

Republic of Nigeria and Founder of the Centre for Human Security 

 Dr. Frene Ginwala, Former Speaker of the National Assembly, 
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Republic of South Africa and Member of the Commission on 

Human Security 

 Dr. Jennifer Leaning, Professor of the Practice of Health and Human 

Rights at Harvard School of Public Health 

 Dr. Amitav Acharya, Professor of International Relations and Chair 

of the ASEAN Studies Center at American University 

3 – 5:45 p.m. Interactive Panel Debate 2: Human Security -  its application and added-

value 

Moderator 

 Ms. Valerie Amos, Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian 

Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator 

Panelists 

 H.E. Ms. Sonia Picado, President of the Inter-American Institute of 

Human Rights and Member of the Commission and Advisory Board 

on Human Security 

 Mr. Cheick Sidi Diarra, Special Adviser on Africa and High 

Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked 

Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States 

 Dr. Andrew Mack, Director of the Human Security Report Project at 

Simon Fraser University and Former Director of the Strategic 

Planning Office in the Executive Office of United Nations 

Secretary-General Kofi Annan 

 Dr. Hans-Günter Brauch, Chairman of Peace Research and 

European Security Studies (AFES-PRESS) and Fellow at the United 

Nations University Institute for Environment and Human Security 

5:45 – 6 p.m. Closing Remarks 

 Mr. Yukio Takasu, Special Advisor to the Secretary-General on 

Human Security 

 H.E. Mr. Joseph Deiss, President of the General Assembly 
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Text of Speech by Professor Amitav Acharya, UNESCO Chair in Transnational Challenges and 

Governance, America University and Global Director of Transnational Challenges and 
Emerging Nations Dialogue (TRANSCEND), to the "Informal Thematic Debate of the 65th 
Session of the United Nations General Assembly on Human Security", New York, 14 April 

2011 
 
The evolution of the concept of human security has gone through two phases. Between the 
1990s and the early 2000s was a period of debate over its various meanings, whether human 
security was about freedom from fear, or freedom from want. Since then, the debate has 
entered a period of general agreement that human security is both, as well as freedom to live a 
life of dignity. It is not a matter of either this or either that. The important challenge is how to 
look for linkages between these various meanings. 
 
But a common feature of all these debates and synthesis was that they were almost exclusively 
conducted by the academic community and policymakers of individual countries. Ironically, 
common people hardly got their voice through, even though human security is really about 
people’s security. What people – especially those who are real victims of human insecurity in 
their real lives‐ think of the human security concept was hardly factored‐in. 
 
This bias was partly because these debates took place in academia and in intergovernmental 
institutions and forums, but not in the field. It was also because we did not do micro‐research, 
or case studies in actual conflict areas. Instead, we focused on the broad picture. 
 
Now we have some data to correct this bias. Recently, the Asian Dialogue Society a regional 
network of academics, policy leaders and concerned citizens and friends of Asia, in partnership 
with the School of International Studies at American University, and the Madhyam Foundation, 
a non‐profit group in India, and funded by the Sasakawa Peace Foundation of Japan, carried out 
a study of human security in two regions of India – Northeast India and Orissa. Both these areas 
have lots of human insecurity – poverty, insurgency and conflict. Our findings, which has just 
beenpublished as a book entitled, Human Security: From Concept to Practice (Singapore and 
London: World Scientific, 2011), edited by Amitav Acharya, Subrat K. Singhdeo, and M. 
Rajaretnam, are important not only for the practical aspects of human security, but also for 
rethinking the concept itself.  Let me list four of these findings: 
 

1. Poor people fear most. In Northeast India, we found that 76.1 per cent of the people 
who have an annual income of 1000 rupees or less felt they were “compelled to live in 
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anxiety?”, compared to 60.4 per cent of the people who had an income level of 10,000 
rupees or more.  The clear implication is that poverty and human insecurity are 
inextricably linked. 
 

2. States and state policies are also a source on human insecurity.One cause of fear is 
operations by the military or security forces. For example, when asked whether 
theyfeared the militants or the military (security forces) more, 38.5 per cent of 
respondents in the North East India cases said they were equally afraid of both, a higher 
percentage than those who said they were more afraid of the militants and those who 
said they feared the security forces more. Another factor that came out clearly is bad 
governance, including government corruption. These findings go to the heart of a very 
important question about human security, which is security for the people, rather than 
security for states. 
 

3. Political and socio‐economic factors behind conflict are closely linked.Conflict is caused 
by a variety of sources. The three most important sources of popular dissatisfaction 
contributing to conflict (hence sources of threats to human security) that came out in 
both North East India and Orissa are: corruption in government, unemployment, and 
poverty and lack of basic amenities.  
 

4. People want dialogue. More than two‐thirds of the people – including people who 
sympathize with the insurgents‐ interviewed said they prefer dialogue to extreme 
solutions such as outright suppression or outright secession. They prefer governments 
to talk to insurgents, rather than strengthen military operations, or grant independence 
to them. Moreover, we people want the dialogue to be inclusive, involving the 
representatives of the larger civil society. This finding is significant for the UN’s efforts to 
find effective solutions to the problem of internal conflicts leading to state break‐ups. 
The key demand of groups fighting governments may not be to break away, but to have 
their human security respected and fulfilled.  Responding to internal conflicts with this 
understanding mind will go a long way in addressing the challenge of state failure today. 
 

 
This also leads me to talk briefly about responses to challenges to human security: how to 
devise effective policy tools to improve the prospects for human security around the world. 
 
Mr Obasanjo has earlier urged the UN to develop a human security index. The foundation for 
such an index has already been laid in the project and book Human Security: From Concept to 
Practice,which I have mentioned earlier.In our project, we propose three policy tools: (1) 
Human Security Governance Index and Ranking; (2) Human Security Mapping in Conflict Zones; 
and (3) Human Security Impact Assessment. While limitation of time does not allow me to go 
into details, let me mention a few key points about each of these. 
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(1) Human Security Governance Index and Ranking:We now have Human Development 
Reports (under the auspices of the United Nations Development Program) for countries 
and increasingly states/provinces within countries, our innovation has been is to extend 
it to regions and districts (within states/provinces) to allow for more micro‐studies and 
of the local context in which human security assessments and policies must be carried 
out. Moreover, we include governance, not just threats, in our measurement, since bad 
governance is a fundamental cause of human insecurity and good governance is key to 
ensuring the realization of human security. 
 

(2) Human Security Mapping in Conflict Zones: People who live in the constant shadow of 
conflict may have more specific and acute perceptions of human security challenges and 
needs than people who live in relative peace and order. Hence, a methodology for 
relating to people in conflict zones and analyzing their concerns and attitudes is vital. 
Our project presents such a template. 
 

(3) Human Security Impact Assessment (HSIA): We have environmental impact assessments 
for some time, but it is time to extend it and cover the entire gamut of human security 
concerns. Some projects intended for promoting development, such as large 
infrastructure projects undertaken by donor agencies, multilateral institutions like the 
World Bank, national/provincial governments, and corporations, no matter how well‐
intentioned, may end up aggravating insecurity and conflict in the area. A HSIA enables 
governments, foreign donors, multilateral institutions and corporations, to better 
anticipate the impact of their projects not just on development and environment, but 
also on security as a whole, from a broader perspective. And by necessity, such 
assessments have to be localized and micro‐analytic. Our project has provided the 
template and methodology for such a HSIA, which can be easily adapted to all parts of 
the world.  

 
None of this is to belittle the value of broad brush measurements of human security, such as 
the Human Security Report, produced under the leadership of Professor Andrew Mack. This is 
becoming an indispensable source of knowledge about human security. What I urge is for the 
international community, including the UN, to compliment the broad picture studies with 
micro‐studies, which give you a better chance to incorporate the people’s own perception of 
the meaning and scope of human security. My call is for allowing the civil society and the 
common people to get involved in the process of human security research and policy dialogues.  
 
To sum up, the overall conclusion that one might reach from our study is that to an 
overwhelming extent, people see human security in a holistic way, not in a piecemeal manner. 
So the lines drawn between “freedom from fear”, “freedom from want”, and “freedom to live a 
life with dignity”, are easily blurred in people’s perceptions of human security, what it means to 
them and how it is challenged and how it is to be promoted. This is the finding that we need to 
bring into our ongoing efforts to reach a common understanding of human security and correct 
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the bias that I mentioned earlier. And while we derive these insights from case studies in India, 
it is my strong belief that they hold true everywhere.  
 
I conclude by observing that just as the concept of human security itself is people‐centric, so 
should be research and dissemination efforts about it. If the UN, the Human Security trust Fund 
and individual countries are to effectively promote human security, they might want to invest 
more on research and dissemination from “bottom‐up”, by increasing the engagement of 
common people and the civil society. 
 
Thank you very much for your attention. 
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